INTRODUCTION
The main purpose of this article is to argue for wider adoption of certain procedures that can be conveniently labeled progressive contextualization. Simply put, these procedures involve focusing on significant human activities or people-environment interactions and then explaining these interactions by placing them within progressively wider or denser contexts. For example, in a research project that will be referred to throughout this tDepartment of Human Ecology, Cook College, Rutgers University, New Brunswick, New Jersey 08903.
article for purposes of illustration, a goal of the investigators was to understand the forces contributing to deforestation in the Indonesian province of East Kalimantan on the island of Borneo. To achieve this goal, they started by focusing on specific activities, such as timber cutting, performed by specific people in specific places at specific times. They then traced the causes and effects of these activities outwards. In doing so, they remained committed to the holistic premise that adequate understanding of problems can be gained only if they are seen as part of a complex of interacting causes and effects. But the investigators avoided a priori definitions of the boundaries of such complexes-for example, that they correspond to the boundaries of an ecosystem or of a human community (Kartawinata and Vayda, in press).
More will be said later about how to do progressive contextualization, but it may be noted here that one guide is a rationality principle whereby we assume that those who are engaging in the activities or interactions of concern to us are rationally using their knowledge and available resources to achieve whatever their aims are in the situations in which they find themselves. With this assumption, we can perform the "thought experiments" of putting ourselves in the place of the actors and then asking and looking for what there might be in their situations to make them do what they do (see Hempel, 1965: 463-489; Homans, 1970: 317-318; Jarvie, 1964: 77, 216-221; and Popper, 1972: 179ff, on such experiments as applications of the rationality principle or rationality proposition).
No claims, it should be noted, are made for the novelty of any of this. On the contrary, in advocating progressive contextualization, I am consciously making a plea to return from more strict academic (and academically fashionable) methods, including some I myself have used, to commonsense, practical ways of seeing what is happening in the world.
Of the various advantages that can be claimed for progressive contextualization, the following five will be discussed here: (a) resolution of the research unit question; (b) avoidance of unwarranted assumptions about the stability of units or systems; (c) latitude in the time, effort, and money required for using progressive contextualization; (d) practical significance of the results and their ready communicability to policy-makers; and (e) possible theoretical significance of the results. Each of these advantages will be considered in turn, some at greater length than others.
RESOLUTION OF THE RESEARCH UNIT QUESTION
The question of what are the appropriate units of research is an old and persistent one in human ecology and related fields. It can be illustrated here by
